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THE ESTHETICS OF TERROR
Burke's Sublime
and
Helen Maria Williams's Visions
of
Anti-Eden
Jack Fruchtman

n the summer of 1790, the young English poet and
novelist Helen Maria Williams returned to London
from her first visit to Paris barely able to restrain her
enthusiasm not only for the prospects of social and
political transformation in France, but for all people everywhere. In
Paris, Williams at twenty-nine had found a new Eden, which matched
the original scriptural paradise where "God planted a garden eastward,
in Eden," the perfect residence for the first man and the first woman.
That first Eden was where God grew "every tree that is pleasant to the
sight, and good for food," and where sufficient water sustained the
garden. There, God gave Adam, the first man, "dominion over the fish
of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all
the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth."
This first man and soon Eve, the first woman, in their simplicity and
innocence, "were both naked, and were not ashamed."^ This scriptural
Genesis 2:8, 10; 1:26; 2:25.
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depiction of Eden as a Utopian garden is as economical as it is concise.
With few details, readers are left to their own aesthetic sensitivities to
envision the nature of that place. Except for the intrusion of the
serpent, Eden in art and literature is emblematic of absolute perfection.
But evil triumphed when Eve and then Adam finally succumbed to the
temptations of their passions, and the garden was closed forever.
In the six-year period from 1790 to 1796, Williams chronicled the
demise of France's new Eden through a degenerating revolution. She
reported France's transformation from a potential social and political
paradise to an anti-Eden resulting in the ephemeral triumph of serpents,
monsters, and cannibals over virtuous French citizens.^ In describing
the demise of the Revolution in 1793 and 1794, hers was an aesthetics
of high evil and the grotesque. It was an aesthetics that eschewed
comeliness and grace, because monstrous creatures, whose goal was to
. achieve absolute power, stilled the beauty and perfection of the
Revolution. It was an aesthetics that found solace only in Williams's
confidence that the destruction of revolutionary ideals and the murder
of her friends and associates—those who, she was certain, could lead the
Revolution to social and political renewal—was but momentary
[Figure 1]. Her faith remained true to a republican France, which
would eventually reemerge, and the Revolution return to its proper
course.^ After all, the Parisian anti-Eden was ugly and deforming,
murderous and repulsive, and ugliness and loathsome acts had to give
way to beauty and perfection. As a witness to the Revolution's early
successes, Williams was confident that France would soon recreate the
promise of the political and spiritual renewal of an oppressed people.
Born in 1761, by the time of the Revolution, Williams had already
gained recognition in England as a respected poet and novelist.'' Her

^ For Williams's chronicle,see Helen Maria Williams, Letters from France, ed. Janet Todd, 2 vols.
(Gainesville: Scholars' Reprints and Facsimiles, 1974). Her work, eight volumes in all, was
originally published between 1790 and 1796. For a modern annotated edition of the two
volumes published during the Reign of Terror, see Jack Fruchtman, Jr., ed.. An Eye-Witness
Account of the French Revolution by Helen Maria Williams: Letters Containing a Sketch of the
Politics of France (New York: Peter Lang, 1997). The Todd edition was used in the present
study.
' Williams soon found, however, that neither the Directory nor the Napoleonic regime offered
much hope for France. In fact, she was placed under house arrest under Napoleon for criticizing
his administration.
' Williams published her first book of poems in two volumes in 1786. A modern facsimile
edition exists: Williams, Poems 1786 (Oxford: Woodstock Books, 1994). In 1790, her one novel
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poetry had initially come to the attention of the dissenting minister
Andrew Kippis, who sponsored the publication of her first poetic
work.' Through Kippis, Williams was soon acquainted with several
politically radical Dissenters, including Richard Price and Joseph
Priestley. By 1790, she was an often-visited London saloniere and
already an influential and prominent woman writer, a status she would
definitively achieve by century's end.' As she set sail at the end of that
summer from Le Havre to Dover, she was heartsick at the thought of
leaving France. So bereft was she that words failed her. "I may as well
explain myself in one line—I am sorry to leave France!" she exclaimed.^
Sailing to England, she found herself in a storm at sea, symbolically
carrying her to the tempestuous rumors of error and exaggeration that
her English compatriots exchanged about revolutionary France.® "I
hear of nothing but crimes, assassinations, torture, and death. I am told
that every day witnesses a conspiracy; that every street is blackened
with a gallows, and every highway deluged in blood." Not so, she
declared, using biblical language and tropes, the darkness in which these
rumor-mongers have veiled Paris was in reality "dressed in the beauty
beneath the genial smile of Liberty. The woods seemed to cast a more
refreshing shade, and the lawns to wear a brighter verdure, while the
carols of freedom burst from the cottage of the peasant, and the voice

appeared, also in two volumes. It too is available in a modern facsimile edition; Williams,
A Novel, introduction by Peter Garside (London; Routledge/Thoemmes Press, 1995). See also
Gina Luria, ed., Julia by Helen Maria Williams (New York; Garland Press, 1976).
' See Deborah Kennedy, "'Storms of Sorrow'; The Poetry of Helen Maria Williams," Man and
Nature 10 (1991); 77-92.
' The sole biography of Wilhams appeared nearly seventy years ago; Lionel D. Woodward,
Helene-Maria Williams etsesamis, (Geneva; Slatkine Reprints, 1977; originally published as Une
anglaise ami de la Revolution fran^aise: Helene Maria Williams et ses amis (Paris; Librarie
Ancienne Honore Champion, 1930). See also M. Ray Adams, "Helen Maria Williams and the
French Revolution," in Wordsworth and Coleridge: Studies in Honor of George McLean Harper,
ed. Earl Leslie Griggs, (Princeton; Princeton University Press, 1939), 87-117. Deborah Kennedy,
who has published several articles on Williams, is working on a fonhcoming book-length study
of her life and work.
' Williams, Letters from France, I;l;214. Hereinafter, all citations will be placed in the text as
follows; the three numbers indicate, in order, Todd's volume (I or II), Williams' individual
volume, and finally the page number in William's work.
* Wilhams's writings as travel literature have been analyzed in Elizabeth A. Bohls, Women
Travel Writers and the Language of Aesthetics, 1716-1818 (Cambridge; Cambridge University
Press, 1995), 108-39 and Sandra Adickes, The Social Quest: The Expanded Vision of Four Women
Travelers in the Era of the French Revolution (New York; Peter Lang, 1991), 59-88.
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of joy resounded on the hill, and in the valley" (1:1:217-18). Paris was
already a new Eden.
Although shrouded by "narrow, dark, and dirty" streets, Paris, she
claimed, had little to do with beauty, but with the sublime, a notion she
derived from Edmund Burke, who had in 1757 related the sublime to
those human faculties which defied reason. The sublime is rooted in
our passions, especially our fears, and it often calls our attention to
impending danger.' Thus, while Paris had those gloomy little streets,
we are repaid for this by noble edifices, which powerfully
interest the attention. The streets of London are broad, airy,
light, and elegant; but I need not tell you that they lead
scarcely to any edifices at which foreigners do not look with
contempt. London has, therefore most of the beautiful, and
Paris of the sublime, according to Mr. Burke's definition of
these qualities; for, I assure you, a sensation of terror is not
wanting to the sublimity of Paris, while the coachman drives
through the streets with the impetuosity of a Frenchman, and
one expects every step the horses take to be fatal to the footpassengers, who are heard exclaiming, "Que les rues de Paris
sont Aristocrates" [that the streets of Paris are Aristocrats]
(1:1:73-74).'°
Williams uses the critical word "terror" in this passage. Within three
years, she learned that Burke's "sublime" as a manifestation of "terror"
transformed Paris from a city of progress to a city where Terror was
"the order of the day."" She later reported that when the Vendee arose
' On the problem of the sublime, see Charles Hinnant, '"The Late Unfortunate Regicide in
France': Burke and the Political Sublime," in 1650-1850; Ideas, Aesthetics, and Inquiries in the
Early Modem Era 2 )1996): 111-36.
For a different view of Williams's use of Burke's categories of the sublime and the beautiful,
see Julie Ellison, "Redoubled Feeling: Politics, Sentiment, and the Sublime in Williams and
Wollstonecraft," in Studies in Eighteenth-Century Culture 20 (1990):197-215; and Matthew Bray,
"Helen Maria Williams and Edmund Burke: Radical Critique and Complicity," EighteenthCentury Life 16 (May 1992): 1-24.
" The call to make "terror the order of the day" was initially issued by Bertrand Barere in his
proposal of September 5,1793. It passed the Convention two days later and became the rallying
cry of the Committee of Public Safety, echoing Marat's fiery words in support of the Terror at
least a year before Robespierre began it in earnest. See Henri Guerlac, Les Citations franfaises
(Paris: Librairie Armand Colin, 1931), 270. Simon Schama believes George-Jacques Danton
coined the phrase "Terror is the order of the day." See Simon Schama, A Chronicle oftheFrench
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in rebellion, a small corps of republican soldiers defeated an army of
royalists in a "spectacle" that "was truly sublime" for its horror and
intensity as the republicans forced the royalists to retreat to the Loire
(11:3:30). And later still, she recounted the "sublimity of wickedness"
that the stiletto-like efficiency of Jean-Baptiste Carrier brought to the
Terror in Nantes (11:3:50).
Terror was at the heart of Burke's sublime, as he analyzed it in his
Philosophical Enquiry, and it was intrinsically different from the
beautiful. For Burke's aesthetics, the two "are indeed ideas of a very
different nature, one being founded on pain, the other on pleasure; and
however they may vary afterwards from the direct nature of their
causes, yet these causes keep up an eternal distinction between them, a
distinction never to be forgotten by any whose business it is to affect
the passions.'"^ The sublime described the negative passion of terror
that one feels when faced with pain and danger, whereas beauty was a
"positive pleasure" inspired by life, health, and love." As he put it, the
source of the sublime—pain—gave forth a sense of "danger, that is to
say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible
objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror."" But if pain was
a source of the sublime, this did not mean that it failed to inspire awe.
After all, government could arouse the sublime by producing in us
"admiration, reverence, and respect." And yet, all these emotional
reactions inspired terror, because "terror is in all cases whatsoever,
either more openly or latently the ruling principle of the sublime.""
Burke never presumed to know precisely why certain objects
aroused the sublime, others beauty. "The ideas of the sublime and the
beautiful stand on foundations so different, that it is hard, I almost said
impossible, to think of reconciling them in the same subject."" On the
other hand, human beings possessed improved self-understanding once
they realized the difference in causation between the two, once they
Revolution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1989), 807.
Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and
Beautiful, Adam Phillips, ed. (Oxford:Oxford University Press, 1990), 113-14. This edition was
used for this study.
" Burke, 47.
Burke, 36. On this point in a different context, see Alan T. McKenzie, "'I Have Before Me
the Idea of a Dove' Bringing Motion to Mind in Burke's A Philosophical Enquiry into theOrigin
of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful," in 16S0-18S0 1 (1994): 277-78, 285-88.
Burke, 53-54.
" Burke, 103.
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discovered "what distinct feelings and qualities of body shall produce
certain determinate passions in the mind, and no others.... This is all,
I believe, we can do."'^ By adopting Burke's imagery of the beautiful
and the sublime, Williams saw the connections that Burke himself
failed to see so that she became convinced that from the darkness of the
sublime, the Revolution would inevitably emerge triumphant. The
French people would ultimately enjoy enlightenment and beauty in a
transfiguration of Burke's definitions of the beautiful and sublime.^'
While the people of France faced extraordinary obstacles at the
beginning of the Revolution, these impediments, she said, were no
worse than the oppression that the French experienced before the
seizure of the Bastille in July 1789 when the lettre de cachet could send
a person to prison without a hearing for no particular reason for an
indeterminate time. During that first visit to Paris in 1790, Williams
gazed upon the infamous lanteme, the lamppost, where "the first
victims of popular fury were sacrificed. I own that the sign of la
lanteme chilled the blood within my veins" (1:1:81). But she realized
that no revolution in history had been successful without initial
barbarity, or, as she calls it, some irregularity. Later, she overcame
these initial fears and doubts when she concluded that France was now
"a country where iron cages were broken down, where dungeons were
thrown open, and where justice was henceforth to shed a clear and
steady light, without one dark shade of relief from lettres-de-cachet"
(1:1:193-94)." By the end of 1790, France had become the rightful
successor to the Garden of Eden God had first given to Adam. The
darkness and dread of tyrannical, autocratic France had given way to
the beauty off social and political progress and enlightenment.

" Burke, 117.
" For Williams' reversal of Burke's analysis in regard to the Revolution, see Bray, "Helen Maria
Williams and Edmund Burke."
" On Williams asspectator of these events, see Deborah Kennedy, "Spectacle of the Guillotine:
Helen Maria Williams and the Reign of Terror,"Philological Quarterly 73 (Winter 1994): 95-113
and Mary A. Favret, "Spectatrice as Spectacle: Helen Maria Williams at Home in the
Revolution," Studies in Romanticism 32 (Summer 1993): 273-95.
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^ The Parisian
Garden of Eden ^
The imagery of Eden runs throughout Williams's early Letters from
France. In contrast to her stormy return to England in 1790 at
summer's end, she arrived the previous July to witness the Fke de la
Federation, the first anniversary celebration of the fall of the Bastille.^®
Attended by more than half a million people, the festival was a
combination of religious ceremony and moral spectacle, addressed "at
once to the imagination, the understanding, and the heart" (I;1:6).
Although she was on time for the festival, the weather was filled with
dark skies, thick clouds, and heavy showers, which threatened to mar
the day. The people were undaunted. The rain, which the people
accepted with amusement, led to exclamations like "the Revolution has
been cemented not with blood, but with water," or "we are drenched
for the nation." It was "the most sublime spectacle, which, perhaps,
was ever represented on the theater of this earth" (1:1:2). And yet.
Burke had warned that "darkness is more productive of sublime ideas
than light" and "night more sublime and solemn than day."^' It was a
moment filled with ominous tension. There on the Champ de Mars,
the former parade grounds of the king's legions, distinctions by rank
existed no more: the new order literally remade this place into a park
like setting, and everyone took a shovel to participate in the transfor
mation of the military parade ground into the new Eden. There were
no distinctions by nationality either, for Williams no longer much
cared whether she was English. A true cosmopolitan, she thought that
the Revolution was "a triumph of human kind.... It required but the
common feelings of humanity, to become in that moment a citizen of
the world." Once the procession entered the grounds, the Marquis de
Lafayette, the commander of the National Guard, took the national
oath, which the king himself then repeated, and "the solemn words

® On festivals during the French Revolution, including the Fete de la Federation, see Mona
Ozouf, Festivals and the French Revolution, trans. Alan Sheridan (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1988).
Burke, Philosophical Enquiry, 73, 75. See especially his sections on "Darkness terrible in its
own nature" and "Why Darkness is terrible," 131-33.
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were re-echoed by six hundred thousand voices." At that astonishing
moment, the dark clouds suddenly dispersed, and the stm "burst forth;
while the people lifted their eyes to heaven, and called upon the Deity
to look down and witness the sacred engagement in which they
entered" (1:1:13). It was a transfiguring moment that allowed the
beautiful to displace the sublime. As Burke had put it, light makes
color possible for beauty to exist, so that it must "have its colours clear
and bright; but not very strong and glaring.This was Williams's
vision as the sun poured forth over those crowds on July 14, 1790, as
light and color mingled in a glorious repast of beauty. That night, the
light motif continued in her chronicle: "the whole city of Paris was
illuminated," and a few nights later,
the whole city was illuminated, and crowd of company filled
the gardens of the Tuilleries, from which we saw the beauti
ful facade of the Louvre lighted in the most splendid manner.
In the Champs Elysees, where a fke was given to the Depu
ties, innumerable lamps were hung from one row of trees to
another, and shed the most agreeable brilliance on those
enchanting walks; where the exhilarated crowds danced and
sung, and filled the air with the sound of rejoicing.... Fire
works of great variety and beauty were exhibited on the Pont
Neuf; and the statue of Henry the Fourth was decorated with
the ornament of all others the most dear in the eyes of the
people, the scarf of national ribbon (1:1:18-20).
After Williams returned to England in 1790, she knew that she was
destined to live in France. Two years later, she settled permanently in
Paris only to realize that the new Eden she had envisioned would never
develop. The new political paradise degenerated so precipitously that
she was not only frightened, but convinced that new serpentine leaders
were determined to destroy her, her fellow English countrymen living
in France, and all of her French friends, acquaintances, and associates.^'
The leaders of this new France, this anti-Eden, were monstrous
creatures who, like the serpent in the original Eden, caused a new Fall

Burke, 107.
For an analysis of her musings on her own "Englishness," see Angela Keane, "Helen Maria
Williams's Letters from France-. A National Romance," Prose Studies 15 (1992): 271-94.
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of Man and, with it, the end of the new Edenic possibilities that had
only just begun to take shape in the new revolutionary era.^"* Those
whom she admired most in France in 1793 were Girondins and emigre
English-speaking radicals like Thomas Paine and Mary Wollstonecraft,
who were then living in Paris.^' The expulsion of Williams's Girondin
friends from the Convention and the decree pronouncing the arrest of
several Girondin leaders quickly followed within six months of the
execution of Louis XVI in January 1793. The republic suddenly
tottered on an abyss of decay, darkness, and dread: the sublime had
returned, and beauty was stifled by an approaching tempest that
promised a horror worse even than the dreadful times of pre-revolutionary France.
Two things simultaneously occurred. First, France, especially
Paris, became polluted as blood was shed, so often for no particular
reason at all, except for the most ludicrous purpose imaginable. A
person was subject to imprisonment or execution "because aristocracy
was written in his countenance; another, because it was said to be
hidden at his heart; many were deprived of liberty, because they were
rich; others, because they were learned; and most who were arrested
enquired the reason in vain" (11:1:207).^^ The harsh redness of the blood
that flowed during the Terror spoke directly to Burke's synthesis of the
sublime. Color, for Burke, was an essential property of either beauty
or the sublime, but the difference between the two depended on its
intensity.
First, the colours of beautiful bodies must not be dusky or
muddy, but clean and fair. Secondly, they must not be of the
strongest kind. Those which seem most appropriated to
beauty, are the milder of every sort; light greens; soft blues;

See Gary Kelly, Women, WritingandRevolution, t790-/S27(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993),
54-55.
For Williams's contacts, see Adams, "Helen Maria Williams and the French Revolution,"
passim.; Woodward, Helhie Maria Williams et ses amis, passim.; F. M. Todd, "Wordsworth,
Helen Maria Williams and France," Modem Language Review 43 (1948): 456-64, and Deborah
Kennedy, "Revolutionary Tales: Helen Maria Williams's Letters from France and William
Wordsworth's "Vaudracour and Julia,'" The Wordsworth Circle 41 (1990): 109-14. For the
English circle at White's Hotel on the Rue des Petits Peres, see Jack Fruchtman, Jr., Thomas
Paine: Apostle of Freedom (New York: Four Walls Eight Windows, 1994), 283-91.
For a parallel analysis in Burke, see Ronald Paulson, Representation of Revolution, 1789-1820
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983), 66-70.
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weak whites, pink reds; and violets. Thirdly, if the colours
be strong and vivid, they , are always diversified, and the
object is never one strong colour.

Burke went on to say what occurred when a color stimulated the
dreadful sensation of the sublime. "Suppose I look at a bottle of muddy
liquor, of a blue or red colour: the blue or red rays cannot pass clearly
to the eye, but are suddenly and unequally stopped by the intervention
of little opaque bodies, which without preparation change the idea, and
change it too into one disagreeable in its own nature." The result was
the conjuring of "terror" which "causes that emotion in the mind,
which I have called astonishment" In contrast, "the beautiful is
founded on mere positive pleasure, and excites in the soul that feeling,
which is called love."^^ In degenerating France, the red color of blood
was consistently intense and intensely consistent. The result was the
sublimity of those "scenes of moral deformity exhibited in the polluted
city" (11:1:165), and the only way to escape it was through purification
(a rite that would not take place imtil the fall of Robespierre on the
tenth of Thermidor—July 28, 1794).
Accompanying this pollution was the strange, almost mystical
spell that the revolutionary government cast over the French citizenry.
The people of France were unable, unwilling, and unlikely to save the
Republic as long as these new satanic forces transfixed them.^' France
was in a stupor, generated by a passion which Burke says stimulated the
sublime, which he has already called astonishment. "Astonishment is
that state of the soul, in which all its motions are suspended, with some
degree of horror. In this case the mind is so entirely filled with its
object, that it cannot entertain any other, nor by consequence reason
on that object which employs it. Hence arises the great power of the
sublime." While Williams never identified the perpetrators of the spell,
she clearly meant the leaders of the Committee of Public Safety who
conducted the Terror and by their ferocity stunned the people.
Transformed into demons, these leaders of the new order embodied
Burke, 106.
,
,
Burke, 144-45.
® Vivien Jones notes that Williams believed that Robespierre and his colleagues svere "tyrannic
enchanters." See Jones, "Women Writing Revolution: Narratives of History and Sexuality in
Wollstonecraft and Williams," in Beyond Romanticism: New Approaches to Texts and Contexts
1780-1832 (London: Routledge, 1992), 188-89.
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those very images which, said Burke, "robs the mind of all its powers
of acting and reasoning." Some animals, even small ones, are "capable
of raising ideas of the sublime" and inspire fear: "serpents and poison
ous animals of all kinds."'" For Williams, the revolutionary leaders
were also capable of raising the idea of the sublime: they were all
serpents, cannibals, and bloodsuckers. In her chronicle of the aesthetics
of evil, she reported this extraordinary transformation of the Eden of
1790 to the tormenting hell of 1793.

^ Serpentine and
Reptilian Disasters ^
While France in the early stages of the Revolution experienced a moral
and divine renewal, no one could have predicted that "along the path
which France has chosen serpents have lurked beneath the buds of
roses, and beasts of prey have issued from the lofty woods" (11:2:88). In
a reification of the Fall, the lowliest of creatures doomed the creatures
of paradise in the Garden. This anti-Eden, "a wilderness where serpents
hiss and beasts of the forest howl," was no better illustrated than by
Maximilien Robespierre and Jean-Paul Marat. (11:2:103) As the leader
of the Terror, Robespierre, who ironically once opposed capital
punishment, embodied the terror of the sublime, although he at
tempted to hide behind masks of powder, make-up, and glasses.
It is remarkable enough, that at this period Robespierre
always appeared not only dressed with neatness, but with
some degree of elegance, and, while he called himself the
leader of the sans-culottes, never adopted the costume of his
band. His hideous countenance, far from being involved in
a black wig, was decorated with hair carefully arranged, and
nicely powdered; while he endeavored to hide those emotions
of his inhuman soul which his eyes might sometimes have
betrayed, beneath a large pair of green spectacles, though he
had no defect in his sight (11:1:194-95).

Burke, 53.
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The green-colored spectacles, making his eyes appear snake-like,
revealed his true monstrous character.
Marat, the one-time physician and now editor of the newspaper
L 'ami du peuple, wrote scathingly of "the enemies" of the Revolution
and vowed their destruction in rivers of blood. Williams called him the
Thersites of the Convention. In The Iliad, Thersites was famous for his
extreme ugliness and general unpleasantness, and thus constituted a
perfect match for Burke's comment that "ugliness I imagine likewise to
be consistent enough with an idea of the sublime."^' A soldier in the
Greek army during the Trojan War, Thersites was belligerent, nasty,
and brutish. Achilles killed him after he mocked Achilles for mourning
the death of Penthesilea, an Amazon queen. Marat, small, ugly, and
diseased, embodied the sublime. He was forced to bathe constantly so
he could contend with the dreadful skin condition he had contracted
when crawling through Paris sewers to escape the authorities. "The
general sentiment he excited," said Williams, "was the sort of antipathy
we feel for a loathsome reptile." He was "the first preacher of blood,"
who was put out of his misery (just as countless others were saved from
the misery he may have inflicted on them) when Charlotte Corday
murdered him in his bath (11:1:127-28). She was not merely a killer,
but a divine executioner who wanted to save the republic and return
France to the Eden that Williams herself had discovered three years
earlier. Corday "acknowledged the deed, and justified it by asserting
that it was a duty she owed her country and mankind to rid the world
of a monster, whose sanguinary doctrines were framed to involve the
country in anarchy and civil war" (11:1:131). The activities of serpents
like Robespierre and Marat shocked Williams, but she was even more
astounded to find so many people who emulated them on the floor of
the Convention and in the Convention galleries. These second-rate
creatures were "the toads of the marsh, who were endeavouring to
creep up the mountain," a reference to the radical Jacobins, who sat on
the raised seats in the Convention, and were known as the Mountain
(11:3:56). Gillray, in 1800, transformed Williams's "toads" into the
monster in his eerie wash drawing of Voltaire Instructing the Infant
Jacobinism [Figure 2].

Burke, 109.
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Figure 1. James Gillray, Une petite soupe a la Parisienne
Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum
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Figure 2. James Gillray, Voltaire Instructing the Infant Jacobinism.
Print Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints, and
Photographs, The New York Public Library—Astor, Lenox, and Tilden
Foundations
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^ Cannibals and
Anthropophagi ^
The image of cannibalism, underscored by "the anthropophagical
measures" of the government, is striking in Williams' account of the
demise of Eden (11:2:120)." The imagery of the consumption of human
flesh set forth no greater moment of the sublime, as Burke expressed it,
when a man "suffers under violent bodily pain" so that "pain and fear
[terror] act upon the same parts of the body, and in the same manner.""
The Revolutionary Tribunal (that "sanguinary court"), designed to
condemn the victims of the Terror in the quickest, most efficient
manner, was filled with cannibals. The Tribunal reeked from "the
daily sacrifice of human victims" and the "savage vociferations of
monsters thirsting for blood" (11:1:247). "Steeped as they were to the
very hps in blood," these monsters had no qualms about their deeds.
On their days off, they drove to the countryside to admire nature's
beauty, paying no attention to their deeds in Paris. When they went
back to their gruesome work, "they returned to feast upon the groans
of those whom they were to murder" (11:2:3). The victims of the
guillotine, with their hair cut and their hands bound behind them, were
again placed on carts and "dragged slowly through crowds of cannibals,
who, faithful to their tyrants, with threats and blasphemies insulted
humanity, virtue, misfortune, and age!" These cannibals were fed the
blood of their victims, even as their "mutilated bodies, yet palpitating
with life, were dragged in the baskets into which they had been thrown
from the scaffold" (11:4:47-48).
Three vivid examples demonstrate the perpetuation of the Terror
by these man-eaters. Francois Henriot, a former customs official,
became the commander of the Paris National Guard when Lafayette
was sent to the front. Henriot was ruthless in his search for "sus
pects"—anyone whom the authorities presumed were opposed to the
Revolution. As Williams noted, the word suspect "was the warrant of
imprisonment, and conspiracy was the watchword of murder"
(11:1:206). In October 1793, when all English citizens became suspect.

" See Kelly, 63.
" Burke, 119.
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Williams herself was incarcerated in the Luxembourg Prison. As part
of his duties, Henriot often visited the prisons of Paris to make certain
they were properly guarded. Now at the Luxembourg "brandishing his
sword," he appeared totally uncivilized. "His fierceness," she reports,
"seemed to be that kind which belongs to a cannibal of New Zealand;
and he looked not merely as if he longed to plunge his sabre in our
bosoms, but to drink a libation of our blood" (II;1:29).''* Another maneating killer wasJacques-Rene Hebert, truly a demagogic journalist. As
a champion of the most extreme elements in the Revolution, the socalled enrages, he was a leader of the Paris Commune and a member of
the Revolutionary Tribunal. He served as chief prosecutor of the first
twenty-one Girondins accused of treason and then later of Marie
Antoinette. In his newspaper, Phe Duchesne, he claimed to fill the
Journalistic void after Marat's assassination. Hebert "proved himself
worthy to be a lineal successor. He had the same insatiable thirst for
blood; he demanded with the same vehemence the heads of all
conspirators, nobles, bankers, writers and merchants" (11:2:14).
Finally, Jean-Baptiste Carrier, the worst of the cannibals, was the
murderer of Nantes. Famous for the "noyades" (execution by
drowning), especially of priests, he thought the guillotine was too slow
and inefficient. He had his victims bound and sent off in boats on the
Loire where they were sunk and the bodies of his victims fished out.
Estimates of these deaths range from 2,500 to nearly 5,000.^^
At one time eight hundred persons of both sexes, and of
different ages, from fifteen to fourscore, were precipitated
into the river. Where the love of life discovered itself in these
unfortunate victims by clinging to the barges, when in the
struggle their hand became untied, the murderers amused
themselves with cutting them with their sabres, or knocking
them on the head with their poles. Some of those victims
were destined to die a thousand deaths; innocent young
women were unclothed in the presence of the monsters
(11:3:42-43).

" Williams's views of the Maori as a warlike and cannibalistic people was clearly derived from
the published journals of Captain James Cook. See Richard Hough, Captain James Cook, A
Biography (New York: W. W. Nonon, 1995), 229-33.
Schama, Citizens, 789-90.
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Well-known for his "republican marriages," Carrier had young men
and women bound naked together, "and both were cut down with
sabres, or thrown into the river" (11:3:43). In these instances, he took,
symbolically, a devilish relish in devouring his victims in either the rite
of purification (the drowning) or plain butchery (carving his victims,
especially two together). Carrier's efficiency led to the heightened
"scent of blood," as Williams called it, stimulating the work of other
"revolutionary missionaries" (11:3:49). Because monsters like Carrier
were so efficient and because often food was so scarce in Paris, it was
often remarked about the square where the scaffold was erected that "il
n'y a de boucherie a Paris, que sur cette place" [the only butchery in
Paris is at this place] (11:3:81).
By far, the most horrible scene of cannibalism occurred when a
young peasant woman, who came to Paris to sell her butter, was
condemned for muttering that the victims of the Terror died for so
little. This nursing mother was sent to the guillotine only to have her
baby literally seized from her breast at the very last moment: "When
she received the fatal stroke, the streams of maternal nourishment
issued rapidly from her bosom, and, mingled with her blood, bathed
her executioner" (11:3:122), a moment Gary Kelly calls the "ineffable
sublime of the Terror.The image conveyed is the executioner's
literal baptism by milk and blood when he ingested the remnants of the
most elemental of life-giving forces.

* Bloodsuckers ^
The "conspirators" leading the Terror were the insects, the parasites,
the leeches sucking the blood from the flesh of the nation. Williams
described individual victims represented by the highborn and wellknown as well as the obscure and unfamiliar. Among the first victims
were Girondin leaders like Charles Alexis Pierre Sillery (the Marquis
de Genlis), who was a member of the Convention, and the Protestant
minister Marc-David Albin Lasource, who served in both the Legisla
tive Assembly and the National Convention, and finally, and most
conspicuously, Madame Roland, who maintained the most popular and

Kelly, 65.
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respected salon in Paris imtil her arrest in 1793. Antoine Lavoisier,
known for his discovery of the chemical element of oxygen and as a
founder of modern chemistry, was also a victim. Lavoisier served the
king in the Farmers' General, an agency formed during the monarchy
to collect taxes. For his service, he was condemned, but he wished to
forestall his execution by requesting "a fortnight's respiteto enable him
to complete a philosophical experiment." The "Vandals," however,
refused his request, for they "had no time in their career of blood, for
the pursuits of philosophy, and sent him away, observing that the
republic had no longer need of chemists" (11:1:239).'^
In contrast to Sillery, Lasource, Roland, and Lavoisier was the
very young and beautiful Amee Cecile Renaud, who went to Robes
pierre's house to gaze at him when the authorities were rounding up
"suspects." Questioned why she wanted to see him, her answer was as
naive as it was honest. Williams reported that "she came to see what
sort of thing was a tyrant." Fler death warrant sealed, she was
convicted of organizing a grand conspiracy within and without the
prisons to murder Robespierre and Collot d'Herbois, another member
of the Committee of Public Safety., Forced to dress in "squalid and
disgusting rags," she spent her remaining moments claiming that she
wanted only to look at a tyrant. She and her entire family were
condemned to the scaffold. Her two brothers, who were fighting for
France on the eastern front, were sent for to be executed, but "the
tyrants were too impatient for blood" (11:2:67-69). The executions
proceeded without them.
Two of the vilest bloodsuckers were Joseph Lebon, the murderer
of Arras, and Maignet, the destroyer of Vaucluse and the region near
the mouth of the Rhone. Lebon, hanging "like a destroying vulture
over the north, feasting his savage soul with the sight of mangled
carcasses," became transformed into the most frightening of the birds
of prey, their dark coloring (Williams called him "the sullen bird of
darkness") conveying again the Burkean emblem of the sublime
(11:3:84,118). These two proponents of Terror possessed "a congenial
thirst for blood," which seemed unquenchable. While others were
content to stand back and issue mandates from afar, Lebon was
unsatisfied unless he "beheld it flow" (11:3:115). He loved nothing
" A widely quoted remark, see Guerlac, Les Citations frangaises, 269; "la Republique n'a pas
besoin de savants."
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better than to watch his victims pass through the agonies of their final
moments as their heads fell. If he could, he would stop the proceedings
to prolong the suffering by haranguing them or reading aloud from a
newspaper or dispatch. Meanwhile, Maignet's bloodletting was no less
odious. In one instance, he destroyed an entire village and its five
hundred inhabitants for the loss of a liberty tree, which Maignet's own
men had likely uprooted. So powerful was his retaliation for this deed
that the usually rich arable land in the area turned arid and barren.
"The mandate of Maignet, fatal as the fabled wand of an evil magician,
struck the rich and luxuriant soil with sudden sterility" (11:3,88). This
village was not enough for Maignet's "thirst of blood": in anticipating
the Law of the Twenty-Second of Prairial, he held trials making it
impermissible for defendants to produce evidence of their innocence,
maintain defense counsel, or engage in cross-examinations.
The image of the French people becoming subjected to a sublime
spell gave Williams's writing a resonance that it might not have
ordinarily had because it suggested a sense of unreality about the scale
of the bloodletting: its magnitude virtually hypnotized the French
people. In the course of casting their spell, the leaders of France
actually became in her mind the monsters that she so poignantly
described. Only in July of 1794 was the spell finally broken when they
made public their plans to wipe out all at once hundreds of the
incarcerated. So, she said, with "the fall of Robespierre, the terrible
spell which bound the land of France was broken; the shrieking
whirlwinds, the black precipices, the bottomless gulphs, suddenly
vanished; and reviving nature covered the wastes with flowers, and the
rocks with verdure" (11:3:190). Darkness and terror gone, the sunlit
days returned, and the sublime was again transformed into the
beautiful.

^ Conclusion:
The Parrot and the Dog ^
Not all creatures embodied the anti-Eden that Paris had become. Not
all were evil, reeking with, bathing in, or drinking blood, devouring
their victims, or parasitically living on the life of others. The parrot
and the dog were after all two creatures that demonstrated to Williams
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that hope, optimism, and faith could be restored as liberty and justice
fought the vicissitudes of revolutionary Terror. For Burke, animals of
fine proportion evoked beauty and disavowed the sublime. While he
did not comment directly on parrots. Burke did say that he considered
birds to be "extremely beautiful" because they embodied every category
he associated with beauty; smoothness, variation, and delicacy. "The
view of a beautiful bird will illustrate this observation," he said, and
went on to describe the silhouette of the bird, giving as his example the
dove and then later the hummingbird.^^ As for dogs, he claimed that
they too embodied the beautiful: on examination of their bodies, we
may see "how far the same proportions between their heads and their
necks, between those and the body, and so on, are found to hold." He
concluded that "we may safely say, that they differ in every species, yet
that there are individuals found in a great many species so differing,
that have a very striking beauty."^' Bird and dogs mirrored the
beautiful to an extent that human beings might never achieve.
The story of the parrot in Williams's chronicle arose when she
told of the elderly Marquis de Viefville living a quiet life on the
German border with his daughter, who took care of him. One of his
only pleasures was the old man's parrot, who had been taught to cry
out, because of the proximity of Germany, "Vive I'empereur!" and to
say "Petit Louis" whenever a small boy of that name walked by. When
Lebon's agents heard that these words were uttered in the old man's
house, "the bird was denounced, seized as a criminal of importance, and
deposited in the house of a revolutionary commissary, where the
feathered culprit repeated the guilty sounds." Word soon spread that
"an audacious counter-revolutionary parrot" had been arrested, and
that his words were more than what he could really say. "Vive le roi!"
"Vivent les pretres! Vivent les nobles!" Would the parrot face
execution? In fact, he did not, but Viefville and his daughter were
condemned, accused of conspiring against liberty and "unlawful
resistance to revolutionary and republican government" (11:3:118-20).
Williams painted visual scenes of the sublime in prisons where
virtuous men and women were kept captive by their debased, demonic
creatures who stood watch over their victims, constantly badgering,
harassing, and belittling them. For awhile, the prisoners' friends and
" Burke, 87,104,142.
" Burke, 87.
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family brought food into the prison from the outside. Always included
in the packages were special messages from home, coyly wrapped
around pieces of fruit or bottles of wine. Soon the authorities decided
that practice was too humane."*" Having lost such pleasure, one
prisoner in the Luxembourg was bereft from the missing contact from
home. His dog, however, outsmarted the jailers. "The faithful animal
contrived every day to get into the prison, and penetrate as far as his
chamber, when he used to overwhelm him with caresses, and seem to
participate in his distress." When the dog returned to his mistress, she
hugged him, as if the dog still possessed the imprint of her husband.
She decided to attach a note hidden on the dog. "From that period the
four-legged courier, furnished with his invisible packet, marched boldly
forward every day at the appointed hour through hosts of foes, and, in
defiance of revolutionary edicts, laid his dispatches and his person at his
master's feet" (11:4:188-90).
With the fall of Robespierre and the spell cast over France at last
broken, Williams celebrated the return of "the clear sunshine of joy"
(11:3:182)."** From anti-Eden to a new Edenic environment, from the
sublime to the beautiful, a new aesthetic era opened for France, one no
longer founded in evil, darkness, and terror, but pleasure, love, and
sunlight. For the first time in years, pleasure, "though scared away for
a while by sullen tyrants," returned "upon her light wing, like the
wandering dove" and she appeared "to find no other spot her proper
place of rest" than France (11:3:190). The reptiles, bloodsuckers, the
cannibals had been expelled (or exterminated), and the people of France
returned to their immediate task of rebuilding their broken, bloodbesotted, but still beautiful new nation.

" In most prisons,since they were formerly the lavish homes of aristocrats, inmates initially had
their food brought in, or otherwise they paid for them. The authorities soon found that having
so many family members and servants in the jails was dangerous, so prisoners were soon eating
"a la gamelle," or out of one common dish at a table. Williams comments that "their food was
provided for them at the rate of fifty sous a day, by a cook placed in the prison. Their
nourishment consisted of one meal in twenty-four hours, often too scanty to satisfy the calls of
hunger and sometimes composed of such nauseous diet as the greater part of the prisoners were
unable to eat" (n;2;112).
Kelly comments that "the sublimity of Revolutionary death transcends present evils and
prefigures the restoration of Revolutionary virtue." See Kelly, Women, Writingand Revolution,
62.

